This article explores how districts negotiate the conflict that emerges as they attempt to de-legitimize inequity by prompting institutional and organizationallevel changes that create equitable access and outcomes for all children. To this end, this article highlights the contentious nature of this pursuit as well as the intended and unintended consequences of such changes. Specifically, the author addresses how district leaders erode inequity by initiating and addressing instigators for change, altering interpretive schemas, and developing normative understandings. These efforts occur as districts straddle the "margin of tolerance" within a political, social, and economical environment that has not radically shifted its ideas about equity. Consequently, as this discussion illuminates, district efforts must concurrently de-legitimize inequity while legitimizing equitable beliefs, practices, structures, and policies.
has expanded resulting policy alternatives, particularly those aimed at increasing equity. For example, professional conferences and professional and practitioner journals related to educational leadership and policy continue to host interested parties who debate, for example, who should define equity, what it means, how it should be achieved, who should benefit, and what type of leadership, practices, and policies are necessary to ensure it. 2 Concurrently, many practitioners, policy makers, and constituents have joined these conversations. Understandably, this attention has influenced policy agendas and actions of educational leaders and policy makers. As a result, this attention has become a compelling prerequisite for change in the nature of schooling-in some school districts. As districts move toward this shift, particularly in terms of access and opportunity for students of color and students eligible for free and reduced lunch, the conflict over contested interests and values is visible as district efforts collide with their constituent demands and converging local, state, and national regulations and expectations in a socially, politically, and economically diverse environment.
This article explores how districts negotiate the conflict (Coser, 1956 ) that emerges as they attempt to de-legitimize inequity by prompting institutional and organization-level changes that create equitable access and outcomes for all children. To this end, this article highlights the contentious nature of this pursuit as well as the intended and unintended consequences of such changes. The initial part of this article provides an overview of relevant extant literature on legitimacy, and the second part of this article illustrates how leaders in two districts are eroding the legitimacy of inequity while they straddle, as Charters (1953) described, the "margin of tolerance." Data from an empirical study of two school districts (Rorrer, 2001 ) are employed to elucidate an emerging conceptualization of the pivotal role that leadership serves in eroding inequity while negotiating district legitimacy.
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Background
Institutional theory explores how and why institutions generally persist and how they maintain legitimacy. 4 For example, Zucker's (1988) "culture of persistence" argument explains that institutional beliefs and actions persist without "direct social control" (p. 103) because of loyalty and compliance by organizational actors who transmit, maintain, and resist changes. Although the roles of legitimacy and legitimization are well documented (see also Meyer & Rowan, 1991; Powell & DiMaggio, 1991) , issues related to delegitimizing beliefs and actions have been underexamined. 5 Consequently, the following discussion addresses work in the area of legitimacy and legitimization with a particular emphasis on school districts and the leaders in them who are attempting to de-legitimize inequity in schooling. In Suchman's (1995) review of legitimacy, he explained that legitimacy is "a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions" (p. 574) . 6 This explanation captures the status of educational inequity. That is, certain classes and forms of knowledge; preferred structures of power, authority, and influence; and practices, leadership styles, and particular interpretations of policies in public education that marginalize certain groups of students hold legitimacy. As a result, districts and schools, for instance, have maintained their good status despite persistent differences in access and outcomes for students. As Rowan and Miskel (1999) clarify, legitimacy of this system of schooling "depend [s] crucially on maintaining the public's confidence in the highly institutionalized scheme, and this required educators (and the public) to ignore the obvious variations in classroom activities and student outcomes that occurred within standardized forms of schooling" (p. 363). Returning to Suchman's (1995) discussion of legitimacy provides further evidence of how inequity has persisted as it reaffirms the larger societal context and broader socially constructed consensus in which the inequities exist. As Suchman noted, behaviors such as those that sustain inequity attain legitimacy when one says that a certain pattern of behavior possesses legitimacy, one asserts that some group of observers, as a whole, accepts or supports what those observers perceive to be the behavioral pattern, as a whole-despite reservations that any single observer might have about any single behavior, and despite reservations that any or all observers might have, were they to observe more. (p. 574) The public expects schools and school districts to conform in their structures and procedures to established "patterns of operation" (Scott, 1991, p. 20) . In part, their legitimacy hinges on their congruence with both their micro-and macroenvironment, arenas that continue to support differential allocation and control of scarce resources (e.g., quality teachers, material resources, course offerings) as well as disproportional expectations. As a result, equitable access and outcomes remain conspicuously out of reach for many children.
As this discussion illustrates, the legitimization of inequitable public schooling seems predicated on acquiring and maintaining both active and passive support (Suchman, 1995) . Yet clearly the dissatisfaction of constituents and/or educational leaders with institutional beliefs or actions may result in an organizational response. Charters (1953) provides a good example of the tension between active and passive support, change, and how districts negotiate their organizational legitimacy as well as the legitimacy of value shifts.
It is possible that something which we shall call a "margin of tolerance" describes the school-community relationship. Citizens of each community may delegate to school personnel the freedom to educate youth according to their professional consciences-but freedom within a certain well defined (or ill-defined) bounds. The boundary is composed of values dear to the particular community. If school personnel over-step the boundary, crisis ensues and community values enter the determination of school affairs. (p. 282) Deal and Peterson's (1998) notion of "innovative familiarity" (p. 129) can be helpful when attempting to understand how districts negotiate the legitimacy of reform efforts generally and efforts to dismantle inequities within the margin of tolerance more specifically. They observed that although communities support changes in education, what they really want is innovative familiarity (p. 129). That is, mass approval-and as Charters would argue, freedom-is given to changes that resemble what the community has known or done before. Arguably, as this discussion highlights, changes that shift privilege and power are deemed less acceptable and could result in fewer degrees of freedom, which is highly reminiscent of Bell's (1980) interest convergence argument. Consequently, the margin of tolerance appears to be somewhere between innovative and familiarity.
For districts, straddling the margin of tolerance between innovative and familiarity often results in incremental changes to appease varied publics as they incorporate, even test, changes that may be considered in opposition to predominant values and interests (see Tyack & Cuban, 1995) . Zeigler and Peak (1970) , in contrast, have argued that changes based on the entry of multiple value demands, including demands for equity, that require constant organizational alterations place an organization in a state of dynamic equilibrium. A dynamic equilibrium is characterized by periods of rapid transformation followed by periods of relative stability (Baumgartner & Jones, 1993 . In the incremental model, districts may choose to make small, successive changes that can be modified easily (Lindblom, 1959 ). Yet in the dynamic equilibrium model, as organizations realize that they have gone beyond the margin of tolerance, organizational beliefs, attitudes, and/or actions may rapidly and often dramatically be altered. This alteration helps the organization maintain its legitimacy while creating changes.
Districts that attempt to remain at or slightly to the left (or right) of the margin of tolerance, regardless of their resemblance to an incremental or dynamic equilibrium model of change, often face a dilemma with regard to maintaining legitimacy. However, their efforts indicate that they heed the analysis of institutional researchers who have found that maintaining legitimacy is easier than either gaining or repairing it. Yet legitimacy is fluid and it requires constant maintenance. This presents difficulty for district change efforts because they face continuous and competing demands to change as well as face changing demands (Rorrer, 2001) . As competing demands arise, leaders make choices based on values and a socially constructed consensus. These choices, which may prompt institutional changes, invite threats to legitimacy and resistance, particularly when the dominant values are countered, disrupted, or displaced. This ensuing resistance may include the withdrawal of needed approval, resources, or engagement. According to Suchman (1995) , another impediment to maintaining legitimacy is that legitimacy is "possessed objectively, yet created subjectively" (p. 574). This subjectivity further requires district legitimacy to be constantly negotiated on the basis on shifting value preferences, interests, and power. Fortunately, this necessity to continually negotiate legitimacy creates opportunities for change and radically different organizations and institutions.
As Powell and DiMaggio (1991) , two leading institutional theorists, emphasize, institutionalized change begins when "conditions in which the social arrangements that have buttressed institutions or regimes suddenly appear problematic" (p. 11). Friedland and Alford (1991) added that institutional change occurs as "new social relationships and new symbolic orders emerge" (p. 250). Either external or internal pressures may create conditions that prompt both of these changes. Regardless of their origination, these conditions share a common feature: the power and ability to threaten the organizational and institutional legitimacy. Consequently, threats to legitimacy may prompt immediate and/or dramatic transformations, particularly with regard to an organization's deep structures (Romanelli and Tushman, 1994) . According to Romanelli and Tushman (1994) , deep structures include core beliefs and values; products markets, technology, and competitive timing; distribution of power; basic internal structure; and type of control systems.
This brief background on legitimacy in institutional theory provides a foundation on which I will now add a discussion of de-legitimization. The following section addresses factors relevant to district leaders negotiating legitimacy to erode inequity.
De-legitimization
Eroding the legitimacy of inequity requires conscious and deliberate actions. These efforts may be particularly fragile because the legitimacy for particular beliefs and actions with regard to equity and social justice may fluctuate. Despite their tenuous position, leaders initiate and respond to demands for this type of organizational transformation. Oliver (1992, p. 567) identified three primary types of demands-that is, political pressures, functional pressures, and social pressures-predominantly initiated externally, that prompt organizations to attempt a new way of doing things. She characterized political pressures as those that demonstrate a mounting performance crisis, conflicting internal interests, increasing innovation pressures, and changing external dependencies. Functional pressures, she noted, are evident with increasing technical specificity, increasing competition for resources, and emerging events and data. Finally, social pressures she depicted as increasing social fragmentation, decreasing historical continuity (turnover), changing institutional rules and values, and increasing structural disaggregation.
Oliver's location of these pressures as primarily imposed on rather than initiated from within skews our understanding of how legitimacy may be threatened or used in ways that create substantially different organizational environments. For example, the role of agency, individual or collective, is relegated to the periphery, which in turn places the organization in perpetual reactionary mode. Although support for the reduction of leadership influence to "a secondary role in organizational change" (Kanter, Stein, & Jick, 1992, p. 6 ) was once a popular precept, for the legitimacy of inequity to be eroded, we must consider what processes district leaders can initiate to achieve it. The following discussion addresses this issue and thus provides a broader scope of de-legitimization that is relevant to the politics of education and organizational analysis. Greenwood and Hinings (1996) explained that dissatisfaction is a powerful instigator for change. However, dissatisfaction alone is insufficient to create changes in the deep structures (Romanelli & Tushman, 1994 ) that sustain inequities in schooling. Instead, real change, as Greenwood and Hinings suggest, requires attention to the value commitments (competitive and reformative), power dependencies, interests, and capacity for action within the organization-areas generally attributed to formal or informal roles of organizational leaders. In addition, radical change that moves organizations beyond dissatisfaction requires at least a brief disruption in the socially constructed consensus or the creation of normative fragmentation. Oliver (1992) asserted that normative fragmentation is a "loss of cultural consensus or agreement among organizational members on the meanings and interpretations that they attach to ongoing organizational tasks and activities" (p. 575). She concluded that normative fragmentation is primarily a by-product of other changes in the organization. For the purpose of this discussion, organizational members no longer interpret inaction as an acceptable response to inequities. Instead, leaders actively create shifts in the socially constructed consensus and normative fragmentation. They also work to ensure that the new behavioral conventions are coupled with "a parallel cognitive convention to sustain it" (Powell & DiMaggio, 1991, p. 25) . Scott and Christensen (1995) Ranson, Hinings, and Greenwood (1980) , who discussed the function of interpretive schemas, provide another example of the role of cognitive elements.
Toward Persistent Action
7 These scholars explained that interpretive schemas, which they also called provinces of meaning, "reveal deep-seated bases of orientation which operate in every encounter in organizations as shared assumptions about the way to approach and proceed in the situations" (p. 5). Altering interpretive schemas may lead to altered organizational structures, a shift in the socially constructed consensus, and normative fragmentation. These alterations occur when there are ideational changes. Legro (2000) suggests that ideational change happens in two stages, collapse and consolidation. In the collapse stage, at least some organizational members reach a general consensus that the old way of doing things is inadequate. In the consolidation stage, organizational members reach a collective agreement about what ideas should replace those that are no longer adequate. This is similar to the two types of value commitments previously identified by Greenwood and Hinings (1996) to support radical change. It is also reminiscent of Festinger's (1957) theory of cognitive dissonance, which occurs when there is an inconsistency between a person's beliefs, attitudes, and/or actions. This theory, which is applicable to organizations as well, emphasizes that when dissonance occurs, individuals will work to attain equilibrium where there is consistency between beliefs, attitudes, and/or actions. As Bacharach, Bamberger, and Sonnenstuhl (1996) concluded, examination of dissonance in organizational analysis is ripe, particularly for its potential to "provide insight into the microprocesses of transformation from one state of consistency to another" (p. 480). Leaders serve a distinct role in the transformations that attempt to use these elements to create change. That is, leaders provide the vision and will (Allaire & Firsirotu, 1985) as well as the capacity (skills and competencies) to lead and manage the change and the organization during and after the transformation (Greenwood & Hinings, 1996) .
Frequently, organizations may tolerate inequities, discrepancies, disparities, or gaps for an extended time before action to eradicate these differences is determined to be necessary. Public education is replete with examples of the type of tolerance that perpetuates the reproduction of inequalities (Anyon, 1997 (Anyon, , 2005 Bowles & Gintis, 1976) . As the following illustrates, some districts have determined that the threshold of tolerance is too high and that different practices, structures, and rules are necessary to obliterate differences in access and outcomes for and among children. In making this determination, district leaders have set out to erode inequity while attending to external and internal instigators for change, shifting alternative schemas, and changing normative understandings. All the while, they find themselves in a precarious place where they must constantly negotiate for legitimacy, particularly for their efforts. The following illustration demonstrates how leaders in two districts problematize inequity, expand relationships with constituents, and create a shift in the socially constructed consensus about what is organizationally acceptable.
A Few Illustrations of Eroding the Legitimacy of Inequity
Here I provide a few illustrations of how leaders from two districts straddle the margin of tolerance to erode inequity. 8 The following excerpt from an interview with a local reporter exemplifies this tension. Here he is referring to one district's goal of ensuring that all children were on grade level. He asserted, I think the hazard and sort of the high-wire act that the school system has to walk on all of this is how long can they sustain it? I mean, they've essentially said we're going to focus a lot of attention on kids who aren't doing well, which is largely kids who are the other end of the spectrum. They don't have a lot of political power, they don't have a lot of money. And they're saying, essentially, to everyone who does have some degree of political influence or money, "This is our mission." And it really requires that the school system 232 Educational Policy EP-285461.qxd 12/30/2005 2:37 PM Page 232 make sure that they're also going to address the needs of kids at the high end of things. They have to show evidence of that.
Although the previous quote is with regard to one district's primary goal, it is indicative of the political and social environment that districts operate. This segment of the article explores how district leaders address instigators for change (political, functional, and social pressures), alter interpretive schemas, and develop normative understandings to erode the legitimacy of inequity while, as the example above illustrates, straddling the margin of tolerance within a diverse economical, social, and political environment.
Instigators for Change
Current forms of schooling in these districts were viewed as insufficient. In fact, the legitimacy of the institutionalized assumptions and actions that supported inequity in access and outcomes were challenged by political, functional, and social pressures. For example, the success of neighboring school districts, state accountability systems, and movement of constituents prompted demands for better performance across the districts, particularly as districts wanted to retain their reputations as "destination districts" and local support. 9 An administrator illustrated the pressure to heed the performance expectations for a good school system:
The reality is that that's the game we're in. It suddenly dawned on us, to maintain the community support, the public support that is required to maintain a good school system, and fund it and keep the community with us, we also had to pay attention to that state-imposed accountability system. It does make a difference if your schools are recognized and exemplary, in the way people perceive them and are willing to support them.
To achieve the state's highest levels of recognition, the performance of all students in these districts had to increase. Accountability was generally perceived as an instigator for different practices. For instance, a superintendent explained how the state's accountability system communicated community expectations. He noted, If school systems had responded professionally to the use of data and to student achievement, then we would not have needed the state accountability system. It was because school systems didn't respond to that that the public and the business community in the state insisted on an accountability system. Disaggregated data, which was one aspect of each state's accountability system, were used by district leaders to indicate to internal and external constituents that expectations for the achievement of all students were not being met. One administrator explained how aggregated versus disaggregated data highlight district performance:
With the larger group, you can see how well we do as a population. If you judge a school or a district by its larger group, yeah, you are losing some populations there. It's good that a state comes back and pins the district and pins the school to those accountability measures because nobody can just glibly say, "Oh, all children can't." All children can learn.
The use of data from local and state accountability systems prompted schools and school districts to be "more conscientious and certainly more sensitive to what they were doing and the progress they were making." In fact, disaggregated data prompted comparisons of student groups and the exchange of ideas and successful practices. One administrator observed, I think probably the most beneficial piece that we've ever had to come out of [accountability] is that folks have opened their doors to say, you know, come on in to see how you are doing this, and let's compare and let's maximize the use of the best practices and not just let me teach in my little corner of the world, and if I do well, good, and if you do poorly, then, you know, that's your problem.
Both districts openly shared data with their constituents and teachers. Moreover, evaluation reports and other district communications accompanied data sharing and led to further interrogation of practices.
In addition to integrating state accountability provisions into efforts to erode inequity, districts acknowledged the imperative to respond to their constituents' needs. When considering how to regard the importance of a district's community, a superintendent concluded, Have a healthy respect for your parent community. Be inviting, open the doors, let them tell you whatever it is they want to tell you because if you hear it three or four times, they're going to tell you there are some issues that you need to address.
As another administrator expressed, "You can't run a '50s model of education on a '90s, new-millennium style of family." Despite these recognitions, district leaders talked about how responses to needs expressed by either the community or state regulations had to be constructed in ways that did not
resemble social engineering. One district's student assignment policy, which was based on student economic status, was dubbed social engineering by constituents early in its existence. Consequently, it was adamantly opposed by many.
10 A community constituent explained,
[Our] county has been fairly and probably more tolerant of it than, I think, a lot of other places. It has had, even allowing for a loss to some degree of political support, because, largely because of growth patterns in the school system and the county. There's been a, you know, there's been a pretty strong tolerance, high tolerance, a willingness to support this notion of racial balance.
According to participants, opposition to policies, such as a student assignment policy, ranged from lack of understanding to rebuking the reasoning behind it to people who were "rabid in their feelings about neighborhood schools," in the words of an administrator. For others who opposed the plan, "it was a case of 'I don't want those children going to school with my children,'" noted another administrator about some parent concerns. An administrator captured the role of district leaders who must balance the needs of diverse constituents. She observed, "That's a challenge for this district.
That's what makes it exciting to some extent because you've got on a certain amount of budget to be able to hold together two fiercely diverse groups and make them feel as one." In another instance, a district administrator described how a particular community "rose up in arms" about a recent redistricting initiative, recalling how a Parent Teacher Association president for one school wrote a letter to the editor of the local paper, stating, "If you send those kids to our school . . . they're going to lower our property values." A superintendent, noting a similar response from the community, articulated the district's position on dealing with these views. He explained,
It's simply a social or societal reality, and that has to do with community attitudes toward school attendance zones. And there are problems with elements of the community who want a sheltered school environment for their children. And sometimes their definition of that is to have one that's isolated from economically disadvantaged students. We don't accommodate that viewpoint. But it certainly doesn't make our job easier in doing what needs to be done in terms of site selection and attendance zone design.
Leaders in both districts also noted the competition for resources locally and at the state level as a reason to alter conditions. Considerations for teacher assignments, market-sensitive pay, and differentiated stipends for teachers at "challenged" schools combined with distribution of differentiated resources to schools were among top priorities to address student performance. District leaders further explained that teacher supply issues demanded alternate considerations for teacher placement, particularly because, as an administrator explained, "one of the most at-risk situations you can have is a new teacher with at-risk kids." This resulted in efforts to assign teachers based on school need, although administrators noted that burnout among teachers in challenging schools led to frequent movement.
Altering Interpretive Schemas
As this part of the discussion will illustrate, district leaders are disrupting and shifting the socially held consensus that some students are more deserving or more capable than others are. Consequently, assumptions and activities have become viewed in terms of their challenge and ability to disrupt the status quo. As one superintendent explained, I don't think there was ever [in my career in the district] an atmosphere in which there was disdain for minority kids or low SES [socioeconomic status] kids or anything of that sort that I may have heard about or [am] aware of at some other places. But there may not have been as much of a belief that all kids can achieve as there is now.
The attribution of this new belief was placed on district leaders who had been adamant that equity was a value for the district. Despite shifting values, district leaders continuously engaged with entities that remained skeptical about the most appropriate way to address inequities. For instance, another district administrator illustrated how efforts to address existing disparities in the district are perceived by some: I think that is where it becomes political very quickly in terms of how much do we help people and in what ways do we help them. And I've presented proposals that related to some of these types of programs that were actually criticized either by people who came out of the community or school board members who didn't feel that this is the job for the schools.
This example further demonstrates the uncertain support of external constituents and the need for continued focus by leaders to define the role of the district, particularly by altering the shared assumptions within the organization. Another administrator, who compared prevailing beliefs that used to exist in the district to emerging beliefs, added, Our other more affluent populations tend to say, "Well, we can't make up those gaps for those children. They didn't come with what they need, and it's not up to the school to provide that." So that's another mindset we've had to cross and change and demonstrate that yes, they really can learn. They can do well. But it takes different kinds of teaching strategies and more concentration in new ways to make up the gaps.
In these districts, leaders no longer contemplate whether equity can be achieved but rather focus on how equity will be achieved. Echoing the sentiments of the previous administrator, another administrator described the shift. He indicated that the district's expectation was that schools could be successful with all students regardless of "the challenges that you face."
Many of the district leaders described personal visions for change that signified a commitment toward equity for all children. For example, one superintendent stated, I want to make certain any child who walks through the doors of [our] school system leaves with a quality education and that we have challenged that student, regardless of who that student may be, where that student comes from, and they look back and say it was a wonderful experience. That's what I want for every single one of them, and it doesn't matter how they come to us.
These strong resolutions provided credibility as leaders facilitated efforts to collapse inequitable assumptions and actions. An administrator commented on the superintendent: [ The superintendent] is the kind of person that everybody in the school system would work themselves just to death for because we believe in him and because he believes in us. And he believes in the children and makes us all believe.
In fact, it was through their organizational roles that these leaders altered interpretive schemas that internal and external constituents held and built normative understandings about the possibilities for equity. For example, a personal message from a board member explained that the board "views the district's success by the opportunities provided for all children to succeed." This message was communicated persistently through board and district goals, personal communications, and decisions. Demonstrating the role of support and legitimacy, an administrator explained the importance of ensuring that the community believes educating all children is the goal, particularly with a growing base of constituents in both districts who did not have children in school. She concluded, "If the community believes it can happen, it will." This connection to the larger contexts within which these districts are situated was perceived as necessary to convey that high expectations existed for all children.
Again, district leaders' visibility and accessibility provided further evidence to teachers, for example, that the commitment to all children was authentic. These connections as well as personal relationships, many of which were established through longevity in the district, conferred legitimacy to district leadership that was then used to promote ideas and decisions to disrupt inequity. For instance, a group of teachers said the district "has held the line; expectations are the same for all children," even when, as another administrator commented, there are opposing ideas "out there." Another group of teachers, who noted the district had high expectations for all children, explained that their principal's "expectations are 100% of the children will pass, be successful." Teachers further explained, "This is what you are expected to do or [the principal] doesn't want you here." The principal of this school explained that although he does not state it that way, he does want teachers who are willing to work to be successful with all children.
To create dissonance between schools that are successful with all student groups and those that are not, each district fostered competition. This competition often comes in the form of data comparisons across multiple indicators. Rather than shying away from these comparisons, the district perceived them as means to illustrate the expectations and capacity of schools to address the needs of its student population. As one administrator explained, the district highlights "where campuses have taken the bulls by the horns and said we will be relentless and we will persevere and we will prove that our children can succeed." A principal declared, "I guarantee you, our scores last year, especially on the end-of-course algebra [exam] , made the other schools better. They may not acknowledge that but they were embarrassed. I've been embarrassed a few times and I've taken steps to correct it." The success of one school compels other schools to say, "If [that school] can do it, we can do it." A principal added, "I'm proud of that fact."
Developing Normative Understandings
By developing normative understandings as they disrupt the consensus that inequity is acceptable and that disparities in performance and differences in resources are justifiable, district leaders are contributing to eroding the legitimacy for inequity. In this process, district leaders concurrently use the shift in interpretive schemas to forge broad agreement, align policies, structures, and practices, and embrace participation. For example, both districts worked toward goal clarity, which includes the expectation for the achievement of all children. These goals are employed as touchstones and influence decisions for resource allocation, staff development, and personnel selection, placement, appraisal, and evaluation. Principals and district leaders are obligated to ensure that individual, campus, and district improvement plans address the specific needs related to increasing student learning. Appraisals, similar to use of accountability systems, are viewed as "formative, not judgmental." This environment supports the district leaders' effort to create a supportive, flexible, yet responsive, rather than harsh, environment.
Another example of the alignment between practices and beliefs is the manner in which districts invest resources, including renovating older schools and adding technology, to ensure that students from low-income homes attend schools with comparable facilities and advancements. This initiative bridges disparities in facilities, resources, and technology between older schools, generally attended by students from lower-income homes, and newer schools created by district infilling. One superintendent explained that in 1988, the district began an initiative to update schools built in the '60s and '70s to standards similar to new schools, including technology and other resources. This action also has symbolic meaning. As the superintendent asserted, And it not only had the obvious impact of improving the facilities for those kids, but it also sent a message to the community that we wanted, that the district wanted, the same quality schools for older communities and communities in low-income areas that we had in our brand-new schools.
A board member describes the tension in shifting priorities within the district to equitably address the needs of students in the district:
There's been a concern in the past about students who have the potential to be very high achieving that we're not doing enough for them, and that was coming from parents in this other end of the district, you know. And everyone kept saying, "We can't keep spending all this money on the high-achieving students who are probably going to do just fine whether we give them all these wonderful extra advantages or not; we need to be spending more money on making sure that this other group of students who comes [sic] from the lower socioeconomic, that haven't had the advantages to do things, that they can achieve."
Another administrator described the district's role in addressing equity in this way: "We do have a responsibility and an obligation to reeducate our community as to what communities are supposed to do for the next generation, which goes beyond going to work." As districts engage in this process, however, they must be cognizant of the lingering and sometimes pervasive views that may circumvent their efforts. For instance, consider this description by a community member of one district's attention to raising performance. He noted, Race and class is [sic] everywhere. You know, race and class will always be with us. I think there will be a backlash on the focus on low-performing children. You know, it's both a source of inspiration and concern. Inspiration because a lot of us have been in this business for a long time and are just delighted that the kids who need it most are finally getting the attention they need.
He continued by illustrating how the district's lack of attention to a more affluent group's wish for smaller class sizes had resulted in an adversarial relationship, which resulted in some mistrust and hampered the district's ability to "secure adequate resources."
Because the data were shared for all schools and all groups of students, district administrators felt that the data created greater accountability for individual teachers, principals, and the district. An administrator demonstrated how the philosophy of the district and the use of data have been aligned: I think the one thing that has been most helpful throughout the system, and we are not talking about tangible stuff. . . . We are talking about helping people to understand, philosophically, how to go about addressing the needs of children from this population.
I think that's the greatest thing that we have accomplished over the past few years is we have begun to talk out loud, put it [performance data] on the wall, highlight it, point it out, without the fear of "we didn't do well or this doesn't look good, therefore you are going to be punished." [We did it] without the punitive aspect.
The relationships and collective atmosphere developed in these districts provides leaders with a way to ensure that normative understandings are reaffirmed through decision making.
To this end, district leaders give campus leaders and their staff vast flexibility in how to create opportunities for increasing the achievement of all students. After all, this achievement is perceived in these districts as nonnegotiable. An administrator commented on the role of district leaders in promoting flexibility to meet the needs of students. She said district leaders endorse that campus creativity, that campus initiative, and give them the support that we can in terms of resources-staff development, opportunities to do research or to view other successful practices and programs-whatever we can come up with that will encourage them and reinforce their efforts.
This flexibility, which frequently includes flexibility for staffing, resource allocation, and program choice, is coupled with accountability for increased student performance.
Broad participation and flexibility are avenues these leaders use to develop normative understandings. This participation includes community constituents as well as internal organizational constituents. For example, districts realize the importance of an informed community. An administrator noted why it is imperative to maintain communication with your community. He summarized the imperative for communicating with all constituents this way: "Even though they don't have kids in schools, they're still taxpayers and they need to know what's going on." He added, "I think it's fair to say that our taxpayers don't, or constituents don't, like change if they don't know what to expect." This type of communication served both districts in their ability to continue raising the bar for equitable access and outcomes for all children without the detriment of losing public support, a viable possibility given the role of institutionalized inequity. After all, as a community constituent concluded, maintaining communication and community input is necessary for "a shared agenda for this kind of change rather than closing ranks and trying to do the job independently. The children won't benefit from that, and you won't develop a shared sense of meaning and direction and outcome." Irvine's (1988) principle for understanding effective schools is appropriate for this analysis of districts. Irvine, who analyzed 10 case studies of urban schools, concluded, "The first precept of effective schools appears to be the obvious-there are no simple solutions for complex problems" (p. 237). This complexity is evident in district efforts to erode the legitimacy of inequity.
Discussion and Conclusion
Advocates for equity, which include many policy makers and educators, frequently seize, craft, or implement policies and practices that, in spite of good intentions, result in contradictory outcomes (Stone, 1988) . Some of the changes made by district leaders in this study, on critical analysis, have had similar results. The analysis of data indicates that institutionalized inequities remain in language, structures, policies, and practices, although a different reality is emerging (see Rorrer, 2001 ). For example, early implementation of a student reassignment policy initially resulted in some students from the more rural, more fiscally impoverished areas of the district being assigned to different schools with long bus rides whereas their more affluent peers remained in their base schools. In response, as a board member noted, the district had to create a fair process for people to be heard to avoid racial and economic discrimination. Additionally, some discussions of the needs of students from low-income homes were reminiscent of research by Coleman et al. (1966) , Jencks (1972), and Valencia (1997) . Despite an occasional depiction of children in and around poverty as having inherent deficits, most participants instead discussed the organizational obligations for addressing the needs of students. For instance, a district administrator said, I think that the descriptions sometimes talk about the family resources rather than talk about it as something about the kid. It has to with the . . . what are the supports that this child has or doesn't have and what can the school or the school system address to make up for any lack of support that the kid might have. So it's not something intrinsic about the child but rather about the situation the child is in.
The responses of district leaders alone do not alleviate the existence of deficit thinking (Valencia, 1997) , nor do they eliminate the paradoxes in beliefs, practices, or policies. However, from an organizational analysis perspective, the beliefs and actions of district leaders are indicative of their efforts to erode the legitimacy of inequity.
Yet these districts still exist in a larger environment that has not transformed radically its ideas about equity. Consequently, leaders find themselves in positions to create a transformative organizational environment while working to avoid a backlash. As many participants explained, backlash was a term used to refer to concerns about losing public support and resources. A superintendent's comments are indicative of the negotiation necessary to increase equity and avoid a backlash. He said, As this example illustrates, district leaders frequently find themselves at a crossroads. That is, they find themselves straddling the margin of tolerance between shifting assumptions and actions to support equity and maintaining legitimacy within an environment that may be opposed, openly or not, to equity. After all, as Ogawa, Crowson, and Goldring (1999) asserted, districts have generally maintained legitimacy by "adopt [ing] structures that reflect their symbolic compliance with societal values" (p. 290). An awareness of such things as backlash and accusations of social engineering position the districts to communicate and execute their efforts in ways that permit continuous progress toward equity. In the districts from this study, leaders demonstrate evidence of the political prowess necessary to make this progress. They realize, as Tyack and Cuban (1995) asserted, The issue at hand, then, is not to convince citizens that schooling is important; there is still a deep faith that better education is linked to societal progress. The key problem is to devise plausible policies for improvement of schooling that can command the support of a worried public and the commitment of the educators upon whom reform must rely. (p. 39)
The leaders and districts that serve as the foundation for this discussion reflect the solutions of which Tyack and Cuban speak. Despite threats to their own legitimacy, leaders in these districts proceed. These districts resemble Jacobson's (1986) analysis of effective superintendents who persevered although they "risk[ed] creating opposition within the community" (p. 19). He noted the effective superintendent viewed his job as requiring him to educate his community and school board about the educational services they should want. He actively worked to raise community expectations as to what students could achieve and then worked to ensure that his faculty and students met those expectations. (p. 20) As indicated by this research, district leaders must constantly straddle the margin of tolerance, ensuring that their efforts toward equity appear somewhere between innovative and familiarity. From this work, I conclude that it is the confluence of efforts-altering interpretive schema, building normative understandings, and responding to political, functional, and social pressures-to erode the legitimacy of inequity in a systemic and systematic way that leads to the greatest potential for transforming public schools within what many consider to be a narrow path of opportunity. In the absence of one of these processes, critical or radical changes are difficult to attain, particularly given concerns for organizational and personal legitimacy.
Previous institutional research has contributed to our understanding of predictive factors of de-legitimization. However, this work differs in its orientation. Although many participants in the present study described political, functional, and social pressures for change, their explanations of what was occurring were attributed more often to the district leadership and the role they served in changing the way things are done. Thus, this work also complements earlier conceptualizations of de-legitimization by exploring district leaders' approaches to initiating internal pressure and converting externally generated pressures into feasible starting points for emancipatory organizational change. Furthermore, although differing from Oliver's (1992) extremely beneficial characterization of normative fragmentation as a by-product, I contend that normative fragmentation, like altering interpretive schemas, can be used intentionally as a process or technique to build normative understandings and consequently de-legitimize assumptions and rules. In particular, a strength of this discussion is this point of divergence from earlier institutional work-specifically, addressing how district leaders collapse (Legro, 2000) or disrupt institutionalized assumptions and actions while they consolidate (Legro, 2000) new beliefs and actions while negotiating the legitimacy of equity.
This research and theoretical exploration are unable to provide evidence to determine whether the efforts of district leaders create avenues for the type of liberating change necessary to institutionalize equity and social justice in the long term.
11 However, there are four questions that I believe, on the basis of the efforts of these two districts, will advance our understanding of the enduring efforts necessary to achieve equity and social justice in a political and social environment that remains highly symbolic and frequently even hostile toward such ends. First, what model of changeincremental, radical, or an amalgamation of these (Rorrer, 2002) -is most instrumental in achieving organizational and institutional transformations generally and equity specifically? 12 Next, under what conditions can each model be used to achieve equity through organizational transformations? In addition, how do leaders negotiate organizational and personal legitimacy within each particular model of change, particularly as equity becomes the goal for change? As Ingram (1998) concluded, "Existing organizations protect their entrenched interests in old ways of operating by resisting institutional change" (p. 272). Consequently, another area within this discussion of eroding legitimacy that requires further research is the nature of resistance, an aspect of change in the initial study without sufficient data to evaluate.
A better understanding of the nature of resistance, how inequitable beliefs and practices endure efforts for change, and how district leaders address this resistance would contribute to our understanding of leadership's role in emancipatory organizational change. Together, these lines of inquiry contribute to the discussion begun here of leadership's role in emancipatory organizational and institutional change. That is, they would provide a significant window into understanding what is the current "margin of tolerance" and how best we intentionally use politics and leadership to navigate and shift the margin to erode institutionalized forms of inequity.
Notes
1. See Marshall, Mitchell, and Wirt's (1989) work related to equity, excellence, efficiency, and choice.
2. Although from this researcher's perspective equity has gained prominence recently, it should not be inferred that equity has become a recent focus in educational scholarship or practice. In fact, see Capper (1993) , Dantley (2002 Dantley ( , 2003 , Dillard (1995) , Lopez (2003) , Lugg (2003) , Murtadha-Watts (1999) , Parker and Shapiro (1993) , and Young and Laible (2000) for examples of this work and references to the nature of research used to inform this inquiry.
3. The two districts that participated in this study were selected because each had demonstrated high aggregate performance and increases in student performance for each of their student groups.
4. This article does not explore the debate between old and new institutionalism in organizational analysis. For a discussion on the differences, see Powell and DiMaggio (1991) .
5. Recently, even scholars in educational leadership, politics, and policy have demonstrated renewed interest in these issues (see Crowson, Boyd, & Mawhinney, 1996) . 6. Legitimacy is not restricted to the organizational and institutional entities but may also be reserved for organizational leaders. For instance, organizational leaders are conferred commercial and social legitimacy by their external and internal constituencies and stakeholders, respectively (Chakravarthy, 1997; Chakravarthy & Gargiulo, 1998) . These authors note that commercial and social legitimacy differ in part by the nature of the relationship they maintain with each constituent group. That is, relationships with external constituencies and stakeholders are based frequently on transactional associations, whereas the relationship with the internal constituents and stakeholders has a more emotional relationship. This type of legitimacy also becomes a requisite for the commitment of internal and external constituents, allocation and distribution of resources, and organizational and institutional persistence.
7. Normative understanding (Oliver, 1992) and shared meaning (Pfeffer, 1981) may be used interchangeably.
8. The methods and design of the qualitative study that focused on how district leaders addressed the needs of students from low-income homes to ensure equitable learning opportunities and outcomes can be found in Rorrer (2001) . Two districts, Wake County Public School System in North Carolina and Northside Independent School District, participated in this study.
9. Destination districts was a phrase used by participants to indicate that their district was a place that people wanted to live. 10. The student assignment policy was designed to ensure that student populations at any school had no more than 40% of the students on free and reduced lunch and no more than 25% of students at the bottom two tiers on end-of-grade tests.
11. Tyack and Cuban (1995) , however, highlight the time frame necessary to determine effectiveness of such efforts. They suggest, "When reforms aim at basic institutional changes or the eradication of deep social injustices, the appropriate period for evaluation may be a generation or more" (p. 7).
12. See Tyack and Cuban's (1995) discussion regarding the benefits to incremental change, or tinkering (p. 5).
